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Introduction
Microfinance has been a major topic in both economic literature and development policy during the last ten years. In Ghana, it is a key strategy to reduce poverty and is promoted by the international donor community, non-governmental organizations and the Government's poverty reduction strategy. However, it is often ignored that the implementation of microfinance programs in Ghana is uneven across space and economic sectors. As a consequence Ghana's poor northern districts, including the city of Tamale, as well as market traders, especially female traders, are disadvantaged in the implementation of microfinance.
Hence, for many informal sector entrepreneurs, the only financial services accessible are informal finance.
This paper addresses the case of market women located in the Central Market of Tamale, northern Ghana, and analyzes the coping strategies market women employ to insure against risk. The mechanisms of market trade and inherent risk factors are examined, while the impact of political interventions in the market trade in the past is also considered.
Furthermore, informal financial services are analyzed from the demand side of market women, pointing out advantages and disadvantages. As market women pursue their businesses with the goal of satisfying the consumption needs of their household members, the interaction between market business and household appears to be important. Hence, the intrahousehold decision-making processes and resource distribution are explicitly addressed. This paper builds on three branches of the literature -i.e. research on market women, on the informal financial sector, and on the household -and addresses current gaps.
Qualitative fieldwork was conducted in Ghana for a period of three months in 2003.
The choice of qualitative field work techniques was motivated by the need to understand existing constraints and risk factors that interfere with market women's businesses, which can hardly be revealed by quantitative analysis. Qualitative data were gathered by combining the techniques of participant observation in the Tamale Central Market, narrative interviews, the recording of market women's biographies, focus group discussions and interviews with experts of the microfinance sector.
The paper has three main findings. First, market women employ informal credit relationships as their main coping strategy to insure against risk in the case of a loss of capital.
However, this comes at a cost, both in terms of time and interest. Second, informal credit is highly complex with respect to the types of providers, the amount of credit and the type of credit contract, ranging from commercial to reciprocal. Third, the design of intra-household allocation decisions appears to be a key determinant of market women's coping strategies.
The paper is outlined as follows: Section 2 summarizes recent literature this paper is built upon and points out some gaps. The following section presents the motivation of this paper, while section 4 presents some background information about the study site, the Tamale Central Market. The research questions are posed in section 5, while fieldwork methods are described in section 6. The three key results are presented in section 7. The last section concludes and indicates policy implications.
Review of Recent Literature and Gaps
This paper builds on three branches of literature of the fields of economics and social anthropology, thus cross-cutting the two disciplines. The first concerns market women in Ghana. Besides agriculture, non-farm self-employment is the second most important employment sector in Ghana, especially for women, and hosted 33.8 percent of the adult population in 1998 (McKay and Aryeetey, 2004: 19) . However, only a limited number of studies have focused on market women in Ghana. These include empirical studies on market women in Accra (Robertson, 1976 , 1983 , 1995 , Rocksloh-Papendieck, 1992 , Westwood, 1984 , Dinan, 1977 , Campbell, 1985 and on Asante market women in Kumasi (Clark, 1989 , Clark and Manuh, 1991 . A common topic of these empirical studies is their focus on the effects of the economic crisis of the early 1980s on coping strategies of market women. While market women were accused by government officials of pilling goods and worsening the economic crisis, most of the cited studies point out that, on the contrary, market women were severely affected by the economic crisis. This was specifically found to hold true for market women at the lower end of the trade hierarchy. Further, several authors analyzed the impact of structural adjustment programs on market women (Clark, 1994 , Clark and Manuh, 1991 , Manuh, 1994 , finding that despite a changed political and economic framework, market women were still disadvantaged.
The literature on market women in Ghana appears to have two gaps. First, all of the above-cited studies focused on cities located in southern and central Ghana. Given the fact that Ghana is characterized by a severe north-south division, where the north is more disadvantaged (see section 3), research on market women in northern Ghana is an important means of identifying causes of persistent poverty in this region. Second, there has not been any recent study. Field research indicated that stereotypes and negative perceptions of market women persist today, often overestimating market women's income. Hence, there is a need to point out constraints, risk factors and poverty traps inherent to market trade today.
The second branch of literature concerns the informal finance sector in developing countries. Recent research on informal finance has pointed out its persistence in areas where formal finance is accessible, and where it is the sole source of finance. A variety of explanations are offered for this phenomenon. Some authors identified push-factors of formal finance, such as credit rationing (Bell et al., 1997 , Mushinski, 1999 , the institutional weaknesses of microfinance programs (Tsai, 2004) and tightly scheduled repayment schemes of microfinance programs (Jain and Mansuri, 2003) . Another explanation might be pullfactors of informal finance. The latter include its advantageous characteristics, such as flexibility and convenience (Sanderatne, 2003) , lower transaction costs (Kochar, 1997) and the supply of custom tailored financial products (Baydas et al., 1995) . A further area of research has focused on the function of informal credit to provide insurance against risk of poverty (Udry, 1990 , Bardhan and Udry, 1999 : 94-109, Boucher and Guirkinger, 2005 .
With respect to Ghana, a variety of programs are currently being implemented to offer microfinance services to poor households, while only recently has attention been paid to the diverse informal finance sector. Furthermore, the few studies that focus on informal finance in Ghana rather undertake a technical description of various providers in terms of interest rates charged or their institutional structure (e.g., Steel and Andah, 2003, Aryeetey and Udry, 1995) . What lacks is an analysis of the demand perspective on informal finance that compares advantages, disadvantages, and function of diverse informal finance services. Such an analysis would also provide indications on poor households' need for financial products that may be indicative to the design of microfinance programs as well.
Third, there has been a long tradition of research on the household as an economic
unit. An early contribution to this field of literature is Chayanov's peasant farm model (1966, orig. 1923 ). Chayanov's basic argument holds that households, quiet different from formal enterprises, adapt their agricultural production output to the consumption needs of household members. As a consequence, a household's production (or income) changes according to the ratio of dependent to non-dependent household members during a family's life cycle. Intrahousehold issues became a topic of research since Wilk's seminal work on Peru (1989 Peru ( , 1990 Peru ( , 1993 , in which he rejects the implicit assumptions of altruism, generalized reciprocity and pooling of income commonly held in the household literature, such as Sahlins (1974) and Wallerstein (1984) . Instead, Wilk assumes that "all motives are mixed; total self-interest is as rare as pure altruism" (1993: 208) and proposes to consider processes of decision-making as well as resource flows between household members. For the case of Peru, Wilk shows that the allocation of decision-making power among household members is an important determinant of a household's economic success. Recent literature on intra-household allocation has focused on inter-generational transfers (Gosling and Karagiannaki, 2004, Suen et al., 2003) and investment decisions regarding children's education (Liu and Hsu, 2004, Bhalotra, 2004) .
The effects of gender as a variable in intra-household allocation have been incorporated in the analysis through a gender wage gap (Albanesi and Olivetti, 2005) and through time-allocation between spouses (Browning and Lechene, 2001) .
While literature on the household and intra-household issues is extensive, little is known about the interplay between intra-household structure and households' coping strategies. Intra-household structure is understood in the following to include both the composition of household membership and the allocation of decision-making power.
Motivation: Why focusing on market women in northern Ghana?
Market women in Northern Ghana are a social group highly vulnerable to poverty. Second, as mentioned above, market women have been victims of state repression in the past. In a general environment of rising consumer prices and shortages of goods since the 1960s, which further deteriorated in the late 1970s, government officials hold market women responsible for the crisis. According to Robertson, "the market women, because of their visible role, were forced to bear the brunt of public displeasure provoked by shortages in goods, invisible inflation, decline in terms of trade, corruption, and incompetence" (Robertson, 1983: 469 Many of the market women in business suffered a complete loss of their property in goods and of their capital in cash, which many traders used to store in their stalls overnight.
The material loss, in addition to emotional stress and fear for life, caused many of the older traders to withdraw from the field altogether. Thus, it was often the daughters of former market women that took over the market in the late 1980s, starting with little or no capital at all. Local politicians involved themselves in the redistribution of lots in the Tamale Central Market, favoring their beneficiaries. As a result, market traders formed a heterogeneous group as compared to the situation before the burning of the market. In sum, the repression of market women has two implications for the situation today: First, there is evidence that the repression of market women has caused a path dependence, as many of them had to start over from scratch, losing the opportunity to profit from economies of scale in the purchase of goods. Second, local authorities and bank employees expressed their rather negative perceptions regarding market women during interviews, which is reflected in their reluctance to assist market women. Ghana's north-south divide as a "persistent horizontal inequality," arguing that a strong between group inequality exists across regions. According to them, Ghana's north is characterized by a higher portion of poor households that remain poor over time. Table 2 summarizes indicators of inequalities across regions in the 1990s. The table shows that the incidence of poverty increased in the Northern Region between 1992 and 1997, while the national average decreased over the same time period; the regional gap hence widened.
Furthermore, access to health services and primary school enrollment are significantly lower in the Northern Region as compared to the national average in 1997. Similar results are presented by McKay and Aryeetey (2004) , who provide evidence that Ghana has reduced poverty in absolute terms over the last 20 years, while north-south inequalities have increased slightly. These socio-economic inequalities are paralleled by cultural divides, as Ghana's south is predominantly Christian while the population in the north is predominantly Muslim.
Further, Ghana's northern and southern regions have been subject to different influences both in the pre-colonial and the colonial period.
Case study background: The Tamale Central Market
Tamale is home to almost 300,000 inhabitants, 80 percent of which belong to the ethnic group Market women -established traders, mostly women, selling their goods from a fixed stall inside the market.
(3) Wholesalers -specialized traders, both men and women, organizing the transportation of goods to Tamale, and maintaining business ties with market women, but rarely with consumers. This segmentation goes along with broad categories of capital endowment in which hawkers have very small capital endowments, usually less than 20 Euro.
Market women have a capital endowment of about equivalent of 100 to 500 Euros, whereas wholesalers operate with a capital of 2,000 Euro or more. Interestingly, the segmentation into these categories appeared to be strict, causing trades to cluster around the three main categories. Thus, an underlying mechanism seems to function as a poverty trap, causing difficulties for traders who wish to cross the lines between these categories.
Research Questions
Market women are vulnerable to poverty as their average income from trade is low. The strength of the qualitative methods applied during fieldwork consist of their ability to reveal profound structures and mechanisms of market trade and further to account for cultural variables that are difficult to measure otherwise, such as the determinants of social standing. Quantitative methods of data gathering were not employed, as market women did not feel confident to reveal their business data in questionnaires. This is due to strict enforcement of price controls by state authorities in the past. Hence, the research results are not representative in a narrow statistical sense but given the extensive fieldwork, the qualitative results are likely to be indicators of general trends. Further quantitative work remains to be done on this issue in collecting household-and firm-level data. Data requirements for such an analysis are very high due to the need to combine intra-household data with firm-level data from market women's enterprise.
Results
In the following, each of the three research questions is addressed in turn.
Informal lending as a coping strategy
The nature of their activities implies that market women are facing risk that entails the danger Market by local authorities due to sanitary issues, the imposition of taxes on traders, and a loss of money due to failed applications for group credit programs.
In short, a common experience of market women during their professional history is the decline of their trading business at some point in time. Because the goal of their economic enterprise is to fulfill the needs of their households in both short-term and long-term respects, market women may not allow their enterprise to go bankrupt at times when the total revenue is negative. Instead, they have to develop coping strategies that minimize risk and facilitate the reconstruction of their enterprise after a total loss.
The first finding is that market women use informal lending as their main coping strategy. Like other informal sector entrepreneurs, they have limited or no access to the formal financial sector, including commercial banks and formal microfinance programs.
There are two reasons for this: First, as mentioned above, various Governments used market women as scapegoats for the economic deterioration. Even though direct interference of the state in markets decreased since the 1990s, it was observed during field research that there is still official reluctance to assist market women. Second, compared to other Ghanaian cities,
Tamale is less developed in terms of infrastructure and supply of services, including financial services. Hence, market women have only access to the informal financial sector. Informal credit relationships mainly serve as insurance against emergencies, whereas those are rarely used to enlarge investments in trading business, as the volume of informal credit is relatively low compared to the average capital of most market women. Instead, informal credit helps to smooth income, given the fact that market women spend the bigger part of their income from trade on satisfying the consumption needs of their households. Other coping strategies of market women to handle risk, although less important than informal credit networks, include the diversification of goods offered in the market in order to realize predictable everyday cash-flows and the investment in the education of their children as a long-term security for their old-age.
Complexity of informal finance
The second finding is that market women have ties to a variety of informal credit providers, not limited to the financial sector. This section assesses the organization and characteristics of these various providers and identifies the underlying motivation of market women. table 3 ). Commonly, market women have to save with a Susu Collector for several months in order to give proof of their trustworthiness, as well as their daily cash flows, before they are allowed to borrow. According to the methodology, the Susu Collector visits his customer's business location everyday for a period of 31 days and collects a fixed amount of money, ranging between 0.50 and 1 Euro, depending on the customer's cash flows. The daily contributions of a costumer are recorded in a savings passport. After 31 days, the aggregated amount is paid out to the customer as a lump sum, while the Susu Collector keeps one day's contribution as a fee for his services. The Susu
Collector earns an additional income from either reinvesting his costumers' contributions in short-term projects or from depositing the contributions at a commercial bank, thus receiving positive interest out of the savings account. In contrast, market women who take advantage of the Susu Collector's savings services do not receive a compensation for inflation, nor do they get any positive interest. However, the same methodology and the same fees incurred when a Susu Collector grants a credit to a customer. An amount of money, often drawn out of other customers' daily contributions, is given to a market woman at the beginning of a Susu cycle and repaid through daily Susu contributions afterwards.
Market women generally appreciate the confidentiality of the Susu savings, which may be secure against the claims of other household members. Also important is the discipline to save that is forced onto them by the Susu Collector. However, the main reason for market women to engage in a relationship with a Susu Collector seems to be the prospect of accessing credit in the case of emergency. The volume of both Susu savings and credit is rather low compared to the average capital of market women at times of usual business. Still, the volume of credit provided by a Susu Collector is sufficient for market women to restart their business after a collapse and further helps to satisfy the consumption needs of their household members until income from trade is restored.
Saving with Susu Collectors can be a risk, as Susu Collectors are not subject to regulation. During the field research, two Susu Collectors operating in Tamale went bankrupt.
In both cases, Susu Collectors collapsed because they were unable to retrieve credits that they had given out to some customers out of the daily savings contributions of others. As a consequence, more than 300 market women lost both their savings and the opportunity to borrow.
A further category of informal providers of credit are wholesalers, who grant credits in goods to market women. Even though no interest is charged explicitly, the goods have to be repaid at prices per unit that are about 15 percent above the purchase market price, a considerable fee. While credits in goods from wholesalers are the most important type of informal credit after a total loss, this credit relationship reinforces the polarization between market women and wholesalers. This is further emphasized by the fact that most wholesalers are located at Kumasi, Ghana's second largest city. Wholesalers of Kumasi generally are of different ethnic origin, speak a different language and are mostly Christian.
Market women also maintain mutual obligations that include credit to other market women. It is common for market women to gather in Susu Groups, referred to as Rotating Savings and Credit Associations in the literature (Geertz, 1962 provides an early analysis).
Ranging between five to more than 200 members, Susu Groups meet along a fixed schedule, such as every five days, weekly or fortnightly. At the meetings, every member contributes a fixed amount of money into a common pool, which is handed over as a lump sum to one member at a time. This process continues until one credit cycle is completed, i.e. each member of the Susu Group received the lump sum one time. Each Susu Group has its own customs for the succession of the distribution of money. These include the seniority principle, a lottery or personal needs of members. The lump sum functions as a credit that members repay through their contributions until the end of the credit cycle. Yet for the individual who receives the lump sum last, it is similar to her aggregated savings.
Lastly, market women have credit ties with relatives both inside and outside the household. Again, the volume of these credits is rather small for the ongoing trading business.
These credits, both monetary and in kind, become important mostly in emergencies when they help satisfy the needs of household members. While generally neither interest nor fees are charged, ties to relatives are based on generalized and balanced reciprocity, depending on the degree of kinship. Good reputation again serves as credit collateral in all types of reciprocal credit relationships.
In short, market women maintain a surprisingly complex network of informal finance providers who differ considerably in terms of types of providers, fees, and volume of credit.
Informal finance may include savings or credit or both, it may be monetary or in kind, and it may involve operators of different geographical localities and of different social standing.
Furthermore, credit contracts range from reciprocity to commercial finance. Market women aim at combining multiple savings and credit contracts in order to reinsure their access to informal credit in the case of emergency. This is due to the fact that informal credit providers themselves may be subject to risk -some face the same risk than market women, while others are influenced by rather different risk factors.
The finding that different segments of the informal credit market are used to serve different purposes is in line with other recent research. As such, Aryeetey and Udry (1995) find in their study on Ghana that "the variation in the types of informal financial units derives from the fact that such units are purpose-oriented" (p. 23). Barslund and Tarp (2006: 6-8) show that in the setting of rural Vietnam, formal credits are merely used for enhancing production as well as asset accumulation, while informal credits are more likely used in the case of household shocks or unforeseen events, such as health expenditures. Moreover, this result is in accordance with the findings of Udry (1990) and Boucher and Guirkinger (2005) , who argue that informal finance functions as an insurance against risk. However, this paper contrasts with Kocher's study (1997) that pointed out low transaction costs as a feature of informal finance. Rather, this paper reveals that informal credit entails considerable transaction costs in terms of working hours and interest, while the latter differs between credit providers. However, market women are able to incur these transaction costs as their subsistence mode of production implies that their shadow wage is very low.
Intra-Household Allocation and Coping Strategies
The following section examines the impact of different intra-household settings on market women's vulnerability to risk inherent to trade. In Tamale It is generally not very common in northern Ghana for spouses to pool their income.
Rather, they pursue separate economic activities and keep their incomes separate in order to pay for the household expenses traditionally assigned to their status (see Clark, 1994 , Robertson, 1976 . It has also been pointed out that husbands and wives also participate in separate insurance networks (Udry and Conley, 2004) .
In the Dagomba society, to which the majority of Tamale's population belongs to, it is traditionally the responsibility of the husband to provide shelter and stable food, such as maize, yams and cassava, for his household. Wives, on the other hand, are obliged to grow vegetables and spices as supplements for the dishes and raise small livestock. As a consequence, husbands and wives often get into conflict over their contribution to the household budget. All married market women that were interviewed during field research stated unanimously that their husbands provided for housing and for stable cereals, while market women regarded it to be in their own responsibility to buy vegetables, meat, and clothing for themselves and their children. In contrast, there are several practices to pay for electricity, water, and gas. Wives who live in separate households in polygamous marriages generally were the most disadvantaged. Further, spouses struggle over general household implements, especially kitchen utensils and children's education expenses. The latter caused the most severe conflicts in polygamous marriages, where wives competed for the benefits of their own children.
Lastly, there are different common practices regarding the husband's contribution to the evening meal. In monogamous marriages, it is the wife who prepares the evening meal for all household members, while wives in polygamous marriages often cook the evening meal separately for themselves and their children. In the latter case, the husband takes his meal from one wife at a time. While most husbands were reported to contribute a small amount of money daily to help the women pay for the ingredients (locally called "chop money"), market women were in general not satisfied with the amount they received. This was especially true for market women living in polygamous marriages, who only receive a contribution from their husband the particular day he eats with that wife. However, husbands generally hold more bargaining power in conflicts concerning the distribution of responsibilities within the household for several reasons. Due to their higher social standing, ascribed to them by both religion and cultural norms, it is easier for men to have a divorce than women. In addition, it is easier for men to remarry younger women. Further, men tend to be more mobile geographically, often leaving their children with their mothers or other relatives. Migration to the south has been appealing for men from Tamale since the colonial era, due to better employment opportunities in plantations, mining, and the informal sector of the capital Accra (cf. Hart, 1973: 88) . The marital history of market women interviewed during field research indicated that marriages were rather unstable over time, despite Islamic customs.
Spouses not only struggle over intra-household responsibilities, but they also compete over the labor of their children. As mentioned above, market women invest about one third of their working hours in the maintenance of relationships and social networks as a strategy of securing their enterprise against a total loss. Market women thus have to rely on assistants to carry on with the business during their absence. Preferably, this would be done by their own children, who at the same time acquire the skills of trading. While the market hours are between 9 am and 6 pm daily, with the most turnover between 11 am and 2 pm, market women are free to determine their presence in the market. However, it is especially important for those offering relatively expensive goods with rather infrequent cash flows to regular costumers to keep their stalls open for long hours. Children also act in place of market women during the Muslim prayers. During this time market women leave their stalls to either pray at the mosque within the market or even leave to visit a mosque in town.
Great importance is attached to the proper preparation of evening meals, which is an To conclude, the design of the intra-household structure exerts a substantial influence on market women's ability to cope with risk. Women heading their own households may decide autonomously on deploying their children's labor as well as monetary inputs, thus combining production and consumption decisions similar to peasant households (see Chayanov, 1966) . These techniques allow women who head their households to make optimal use of business opportunities. This holds true even though those market women have to bear all expenses of the household out of their income from trade. Further, as those women exercise decision power over the distribution of the household budget, they may invest more in their children's education. However, there are strict requirements for women who head and nourish their own households. These include a minimum capital of about 500 Euro, the command over their children's labor to assist in trade and household duties, experience in trade, and social capital to maintain extensive informal credit networks. Assuming that these conditions are present, field research indicates that market women living in female-headed households have better abilities to cope with risk, thus being less vulnerable to poverty. While about 22.3 percent of urban households in the Northern Region were female-headed in 1997 (Government Statistical Service 2001), clearly not all female-headed households fulfilled these conditions. However, this finding is rather contrary to the poverty literature that often finds female-headed households to belong to the most deprived categories of households.
In contrast, market women who share a household with their husband may not freely deploy either their children's labor or monetary inputs to best respond to business opportunities. Consequently, as they are more likely to encounter constraints in pursuing their trading enterprise, those market women have fewer capabilities and resources to invest in coping strategies. As a result, they are more vulnerable to poverty. As these women only exercise less decision-making authority than their husband, these women have the incentive to minimize their contribution to the household budget. Saving with Susu Collectors is a popular strategy of market women to hide their daily cash flow from household members. As a result of this household structure, the standard of living between spouses of a polygamous marriage may differ to a certain degree according to each spouse's success in business.
Conclusions
This paper explored the functions and characteristics of informal credit as a coping strategy in the economy of market women in the Central Market of Tamale, Ghana. Using qualitative research techniques, the paper revealed that market women use informal credit as their main coping strategy against risk. A second finding is that informal finance accessible to market women is complex in terms of types of providers, interest, and volume of credit. Given that the volume of informal credit is relatively low compared to the average working capital of market women, informal credit is less useful in the ongoing business. As a third finding, the intra-household budget system was identified to be a determinant for market women's ability to cope with risk, which in turn has an impact on their vulnerability to poverty.
Three policy implications can be derived from this research: First, there is a demand for micro insurance schemes which may provide market women with a less expensive coping strategy in terms of transaction costs. Second, providing market women with access to formal, reliable, long-term financial services may assist them to permanently raise their working capital. This may enable them to better cope with risk and to overcome the poverty trap, while at the same time the living standard of their household may rise. Third, the research findings suggest that the maintenance of informal credit networks may be used as an alternative to titled credit security in formal microfinance programs as it indicates market women's social capital and success in trade. 
